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Abstract
Excerpt
With the declaration of a permanent ceasefire by "Basque Homeland and Freedom" (Euskadi Ta
Askatasuna, ETA) on the 22nd of March to begin on the 24th of March of this year, a new dawn breaks in
Basque history and Basque politics. There may be those who doubt this peace but I remain hopeful that
the Basques will be able to reconcile their internal differences and begin this journey anew. The Spanish
Prime Minister Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero has agreed to begin talks on the Basque ceasefire
beginning this summer 2006 and many in the Basque region are expectant of the promise of change after
forty years of conflict. To date, progress on the peace talks has been slow without any discernable results
and with many expressed frustrations of waiting Basques for the peace process to begin in earnest.
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COMMENTARY:
BASQUE A VENUES TOWARD PEACE:
BUILDING THE NEW ROAD TO A NEW DAWN, A NEW BEGINNING*
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J. P. Linstroth

With the declaration of a permanent ceasefire by "Basque Homeland and
Freedom" (Euskadi Ta Askatasuna, ETA) on the 22 nd of March to begin on the 24 th
of March of this year, a new dawn breaks in Basque history and Basque politics.
There may be those who doubt this peace but I remain hopeful that the Basques will
be able to reconcile their internal differences and begin this journey anew. The
Spanish Prime Minister Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero has agreed to begin talks on
the Basque ceasefire beginning this summer 2006 and many in the Basque region
are expectant of the promise of change after forty years of conflict. To date,
progress on the peace talks has been slow without any discemable results and with
many expressed frustrations of waiting Basques for the peace process to begin in
earnest.
From my knowledge of the Basque conflict and having spent years there for
the purposes of research, the Basque peace process is not so much significant in
terms of previous ETA ceasefires and the last one of 1998, but in what the future
holds for it and the Basque Country. To this end, it is less important to look back
than to look forward-what might be? After so much conflict, peace is uneasy,
uncanny, uncertain, but it is a new avenue nonetheless and one filled with fresh
hope and promise. To obtain lasting peace is the most difficult road of all but the
rewards are potentially boundless.
Indeed, we may wish to ponder the past happenings in Northern Ireland, or
the days, weeks, and months prior to the 'Good Friday Agreement' on the I 0th of
April of 1998 as a corollary within contemporary Europe and as superficial
benchmark for the future in the Basque Country. Not only because the Basques
themselves have done so, admiring Irish visitors such as Gerry Adams, Martin
McGuinness, and Father Alec Reid, as spokespersons for lessons learned from
Northern Ireland but as partners in a Basque peace process as well. By superficially
comparing the peace accords in Northern Ireland with the promise of resolution for
the Basque conflict, there are several considerations to contemplate. For example, it
would have been unimaginable to have outlawed Sinn Fein, or labeled them a
terrorist organization prior to Irish peace. It would have been unimaginable not to
have Sinn Fein involved in the Irish peace talks. Likewise if Madrid is to accept the
Basque peace with sincerity it must recognize that all political parties should be
invited to upcoming peace talks, including the "Unity" political party (Batasuna) .
This is the same Basque political party which supported ETA terrorist activities in
the past and was outlawed by the Spanish government in 2002 as well as declared a
terrorist organization (along with ETA) by the U.S. State Department. After
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September 11 th , 2001 declaring political parties as terrorist organizations has been
made easier by governments like those in Spain following the rhetoric of the socalled "war on terror" by the United States.
Regardless of the reasoning behind declaring political parties as terrorist
organizations, in the Basque peace talks all points of view and perspectives must be
heard, including marginalized ones. Equally as in Northern Ireland when the peace
process began to take hold as a forthcoming reality, there was the question of
political prisoners. So too for the Basques the question of the more than 600
political prisoners scattered throughout Spain has been contentious and remains on
the table for discussion. The topic must be discussed as openly as was the case in
Northern Ireland prior to the Good Friday Agreement. These are difficult roads
which lay ahead but the Spanish government, nor the Basques, should be fearful of
crossing these roads on this long journey.
If this peace is to be mired in labeling, and I hope it will not be, then the
Spanish state must accept and examine some of its own culpability in continuing the
Basque conflict. Indeed, if we truly wish to analyze terrorism, then we also need to
acknowledge "state terror" of the Spanish state as well. Every person in the Basque
Country and in Spain is familiar with the sad fate of Jose Lasa and Josu Zabala,
ETA activists killed and tortured by vigilante paramilitary organization, the "Antiterrorist Group of Liberation" (Grupo Antiterrorista de Liberaci6n, GAL). In 1995
their bodies were uncovered and their remains were identified by a forensic
pathologist in the Spanish-Basque city of San Sebastian. In effect, they "became the
first 'disappeared' of the Spanish democracy" (Aretxaga, 2000, pp. 54-55). Indeed
the implications of the atrocities committed by GAL brought many from the
socialist government of Felipe Gonzalez under public scrutiny and to trial for 67
extra-judicial killings. There are other fatalities, wounded, and sufferers to account
for as well.
Hence, along this road to peace we cannot forget the many victims of the
Basque conflict. After all, "violence targets social bonds and cultural practices as
much as it targets the body and psyche" (Suarez-Orozco and Robben, 2000, p. 10).
Only by listening to the victims of the conflict as well as the political actors can a
true healing process begin.
Researchers commenting on Basque victims of the conflict summarized
their findings of victimization in the Spanish-Basque province of Gipuzkoa in the
following manner:
Each victim implies the victimization of an entire family. Of
the victims interviewed for one study in the province of
Gipuzkoa, 23 percent of civilian casualties had been caused
'by error,' 65.4 percent of those interviewed still suffered
psychological trauma, and 73 percent of them cited negative
'social consequences'. In 65 .4 of the cases their economic
circumstances had worsened. Nothing better captures in cold
numbers the vastness of ET A's real violence than these
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hundreds of victimized families (Zulaika and Douglass, 1996,
p. 194).
Whether discussing the v1cttms of the Basque conflict in quantifiable
numbers such as the 812 victims of ETA or the less discussed aspects of the Basque
conflict in general, I am particularly mindful of Basque thinking and how Basques
might perceive peacebuilders, meddlers, and outsiders, who comment upon or
theorize about their struggle. I remember visiting one Basque restaurant along the
Gipuzkoan coast with a sign over the restaurant's bar which read, "we do not
discuss politics here".
This is why I find others who have commented on Basque peacebuilding
sometimes less than genuine. One among them has been John Paul Lederach, who
tells a story of a conversation he had with one Basque gentleman in regard to "a
proposal for a dialogue process": "They will. .. smell something wrong that has
nothing to do with the words but with who is proposing it, who is financing it, who
is included. It won't have much to do with the idea. It will have to do with what
sense their nose gives them" (Lederach, 2005, p. 109). For my part, I can only
formulate that Lederach misquoted this Basque man. As I have learned Basques are
generally distrustful of outsiders and it may be that this Basque in a wry way was
letting Lederach know that a Basque peace cannot be attained from outside forces,
foreign peacemakers and foreign peacebuilders, but from within and amongst
Basques. If Lederach knew Basques at all, he would know them to honor their
words, their friendships, and honor trust. As the Basque saying states, "my word is
my word" (hitza hitza).
As other conflict-resolution theorists have stated, "culture is not reducible
to behavior; to 'know' a culture is not to be able to predict each and every act of
each and every member of a group" (Avruch and Black, 2001, p. 7). We must,
therefore, not rely upon cultural reductionism and instead, above all, avoid
unnecessary quips in trying to encapsulate a people in one line.
As researchers and peace practitioners it is essential to understand cultures
we are describing first and actively find the voices within them, indeed all
expressions of cultural mentality. Only then can we hope to reach indigenous
concepts of reconciliation and resolution from the subjective point of view. This is
the imagining we need, not one based upon false and high moralizing of others, but
grounded in deep-human concerns within the cultural matrix of societies and from
their multiple points of view. If we are telling stories of other cultures, such views
must be based upon respect and true empathy and as much as possible to attempt
capturing an essence ofreality, and not one from passing snippets. Only then is this
road to peace a viable reality, and for Basques only then can it be called "peace"
(bakea) . For this reason when I think of the Basque peace process, I think how they
formulate ideas in their own words and the meanings they give to concepts within
the Basque language (euskera), one of the only non-Indo-European languages and
perhaps the most ancient in Western Europe.
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As Basques embark on this untested path, they will look toward mutual
support and fellowship in this process and reach some sort of "harmony"
(gogaidetasuna). Even more difficult for Basques in peace development is how to
incorporate the "other" (aurkakoa), Spain and France, as part of this process. So too
Spain and France have to decide how to allow Basques to achieve more autonomy,
perhaps even independence in the new Europe, the Europe without borders, this new
federation and union of European states.
To summarize, there is no blueprint to peace apart from communication and
dialogue. Therefore, if the Basque Country and Spain look to Ireland for this
avenue, they will be mindful of keeping an open-mind and allowing for dialogue
among all political parties as essential components toward amity, reconciliation, and
resolution. The lesson in Ireland, among many, is that a space of trust must be
created, even if seemingly, there is not one. Likewise a sense of "respect"
( begirunea) must be created, the openness to listen to all sides, openness to be
patient, and to allow dialogue to happen. This means putting aside past differences
and creating a space for peace, brick by brick, slowly, slowly, and "calmly, calmly"
(lasai-lasai) . In essence, the way to peace is long and arduous.
There is more than just a peace process at stake here, or a meeting at a table,
it is the creation of a "peaceful society" which is vital. Creating an actual,
practicable, and sustaining peace is more an art than a science, and it has to do with
changing fundamentals, transforming value systems, beliefs, and a willingness to
imagine living in a peaceful space. What are peaceful societies and how do we
conceptualize them, we might ask?
This of course means giving up the bellicose capacity toward war, and
toward conflict-to be "peacemakers" (bakegileak). Aside from ETA giving up its
"actions" (egintzak)-as well as its arms, kidnapping, and revolutionary taxationit too means Spain must lessen its police presence in the Basque region. Equally it
means that Spain must repeal anti-terrorist legislation, and abolish unconstitutional
laws, especially those which suspend habeas corpus and facilitate states-ofexception. Furthermore, it means legitimizing political parties, which the Spanish
government deems to be terrorist-oriented, importantly the "Unity" political party,
which in the past supported ETA terrorism (Batasuna). It also means calling for an
amnesty of all political exiles, those activists living in other countries.
Such are the apparitions of the state to Basques as these repressive leftovers
are haunting reminders of the Franco dictatorship, the presence of that totalitarian
state in the present. In short, all such new beginnings are about concessions, mutual
concessions, even if such measures are exceptionally uncomfortable.
Recognizing the other is difficult. As an American and anthropology
scholar, I have had the good fortune and privilege to speak to many Basques on
many subjects. Some of the more interesting discussions I have had were with
fishermen. On one occasion, I remember discussing history of the United States
with one Basque mariner, and I explained to him that on one of the early flags of the
American Revolution was a banner depicting a coiled snake which read, "Don't
Tread On Me", similar to the banner of ETA "Always Continue the Struggle"
(Bietan Jarrai), a double-edged axe coiled with a hissing serpent. He was dismayed
Ptace and Conflict Studies• Volume 13, Number 2
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at this and literally speechless that the United States at one time had its own
revolutionary struggle in the colonies, let alone the similar snake metaphor. His
view of America of course was guided by the popular stereotype as an unwieldy
hegemonic and imperialistic power. Such a view I must grant is not without some
justification for the United States has been in much international disfavor recently,
whether as a result of the War in Iraq, inclusive of abuses in the Abu Ghraib prison
and the Guantanamo naval base, and other atrocities elsewhere since World War II.
As I mentioned to this Basque fisherman, there were lessons too to be
gleaned from reading American history. By many accounts what happened in 1776
with the Declaration of Independence by 13 British colonies was the first modemnationalist movement and modem-political-revolution of its kind. Even so, it was
not until the Treaty of Paris of 1783 which ratified American colonial rights and
finalized Britain's recognition of colonial independence. The promise of the newly
formed and united colonies were exceptional, based upon dreams of equality,
freedom, human rights, and justice, founding principles which allowed the colonial
founders and forefathers of the United States to form their own government, rule of
law, and vision for the future. So distant are we from this American Revolution,
even as Americans, that in everyday language, especially the popular usage and
abuse of the term "terrorist" by governmental officials that George Washington
himself, the first President of the United States, would be considered a terrorist by
the British in keeping with today's standards (Zulaika and Douglass, 1996, pp. 1213).
Thinking about this past and this present, the American Revolution, Basque
independence, Basque peace-very few Americans know about the Basque conflict,
save for American-Basques living in California, Idaho, Nevada, Wyoming, and
those sparsely scattered in other states. Americans as a whole know much more
about the past civil unrest in Northern Ireland and the present struggle in Palestinelsrael, than what is happening or has happened in the Basque Country. This is due
to demographic factors and to the American media. Irish-Americans and JewishAmericans, for example, far outnumber Basque-Americans and undeniably this has
had a significant influence on American foreign policy as a result. It largely means
that the Basque conflict and the Basque peace are being ignored by the movers and
shakers of this country, instead of addressed and given significance. While the
United States cannot solve the Basque conflict, it is right to try to have more
Americans understand it and the ensuing Basque peace initiatives which wil1
advance as the permanent ceasefire takes hold.
We as peace practitioners should be especially mindful of happenings in the
Basque Country as a way of understanding intractable conflicts and as a new model
for understanding how to make peace in marginalized conflict zones around the
world. The Basque Country is small, roughly the size of Connecticut. Even so, the
implications of resolving this conflict are enormous for Europe and Spain. It means
the end of an era, the end of European domestic terrorism, and the end of Westem
European separatist movements (save, perhaps, Corsica). It means that peoples like
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Basques become recognized in the European Union, not as Spanish or French, but
having their own rights as well. This is the hope of the Basques.
The Basques of old were seafarers and whalers, New World explorers, and
never seemed to fear the unknown. I suspect the brave and dynamic Basques of
today have the same spirit as their ancestors, knowing them and how they embrace
challenges. So too, this is a dawning of a new Basque era. These are the same clever
people who remember their ancient foral-laws (medieval agreements with the
Spanish crown) and the swearing of oaths under the sacred Tree of Gemika, and
before this the annual meetings of chieftains in the Basque lands. As the Basques
travel on the road toward peace, we should be watching what happens. For amidst
this world in conflict, there is one more place seeking peace, one more region where
peace may come soon, one more people where hope is still possible. As the
renowned poet and sage from New England, Robert Frost so eloquently penned:
" ... Somewhere ages and ages hence: Two roads diverged in a wood, and I-I took
the one less traveled by, And that has made all the difference". I hope for the
Basques this new road to peace is the one that makes all the difference for them and
. for their future.
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